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Abstract

This research aims to understand the interaction and identity construction of
tourists and highland people in a village in northern Thailand, by endeavouring to
understand why tourists go trekking in the highlands of northern Thailand, and
studying the processes of interaction and negotiation between tourists and highland
people in a designated highland village, including the complexity of individual and
group levels. The study further sought to situate the two groups of people within the
present temporally and spatially, by examining specific and general historical
backgrounds. Differences were examined in expressed identities between everyday
life and life within the interactive space, and how they affect and reflect on the other,
and to examine how gender and other differentiations affect and are reflected in the
process of interaction.

Informal semi-structured interviews were the main source of data collection for
this qualitative study. In addition, some focus group discussions took place in the
highland village, and life-histories added temporality to information on the village.
Specific criteria were identified for a trekking tour and tourists were interviewed
before and after treks. A total of 31 interviews took place. Participant observation
was undertaken in the village, and on a trek. Interviews took place with relevant
persons for background information, and with guides, who are situated between the
tourists and the highland people, for information and verification of data from both
groups. '
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The findings of the study showed that the majority of tourists went on treks for
the adventure of the complete package, and not specifically to visit highland villages.
They did not expect authenticity and were surprised to find it. There was very little
physical interaction between the highland people and the tourists. However, for the
tourists the experience of being in the village was profound. The alienness of a
manner of living and environment so different from their own caused them to bond
into a neo-tribe, an elective and emotional group created by identification, which
provided a safe zone from which to experience their surroundings.

Histories from the background of both groups provided the base from which
negotiations and interactions took place. In the case of the highland people, these
interactions had taken place for more than ten years on a regular basis, and they had
pegotiated a space for themselves in order to accommodate the tourists for the
purpose of gaining income, while carrying out their daily lives in a manner that was
acceptable to them, and also for the tourist gaze. The tourists, however, came fresh
to the experience. Western culture valorises privacy, and it was found that every
tourist was concerned about intruding into the lives of the highland peclaplc'. Thus
tourists were projecting their own culture on to the villagers. Although desired by
some tourists, direct communication with villages rarely took place. Guides answered
questions and gave information about the villagers and the environment. Both
groups communicated with smiles, and the tourists expressed their appreciation of
the friendliness and warmth of the villagers, and the villagers of the politeness and
friendliness of the tourists.

The tourists transposed their knowledge and understanding of primitive and
ancient peoples on to the present day highland people. No gender differences were
found in the space of interaction, and age and other differences were not seen to
affect or be affected across the groups. It was found that the particular kind of
adventure trekking tour involving the village under study fulfilled the expectations of
the tourists and provided an income for the village people, and thus was of benefit to
both groups of people.
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